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Abstract
In this paper we examine the use of advertising in order to develop Spanish students´ plurilingual competence and linguistic 
attitudes associated to the use of languages in advertising. The point of departure is the analysis of two teaching-learning 
experiences with Spanish university students forwarded to practice plurilingual exposure through the intercomprehension 
approach to language learning (Hidalgo Downing & Vela Delfa 2011). Through the analysis of the two experiences, we examine 
the degrees of lexical comprehension, the importance of paratext in textual schemata processings and the learners’ expression of 
values and attitudes associated to languages.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE.
Keywords: intercomprehension; advertising discourse;  language learning,; plurilingual competence
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE
30   Raquel Hidalgo Downing and Cristina Vela Delfa /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  212 ( 2015 )  29 – 34 
1. Introducction
The combination of different languages is a widely used resource in today's advertising discourse. It entails the 
exploitation of certain connotative values given to the advertised products (Esteba Ramos, 2010). 
In general, the languages used in advertisements share some degree of transparency, either by kinship or cultural 
closeness. In the case of Spain, French and Italian are frequently used. But also English is resorted to: though not a 
Romance language, it is assumed to be known among young people or learned professionals. With less accessible 
languages, like German, lexical transparency is used, or some kind of support strategy is included, such as subtitles.
This persuasive strategy makes advertising discourse a space of plurilingual interaction, which reflects an 
increasingly globalized communicative context where a wide group of speakers are allowed to experience indirect 
linguistic learning through intercomprehension. For that reason, advertising discourse provides an excellent 
opportunity to outline new approaches towards intercomprehension, both for language learners and students of other 
disciplines (advertising, tourism or information sciences, for example).
Advertising is a very effective resource for language didactics, offering contextualized language samples with 
great significant value (Robles Ávila, 2002). Specifically, the use of different languages in advertising is associated 
with the activation of certain cultural stereotypes (Griera Pons, 2010). Therefore, samples of advertising discourse 
are highly effective to assess metacultural and intercultural notions and, more specifically, to address attitudes and 
beliefs towards languages.
Linguistic attitudes involve all the subjective assessments that speakers make of linguistic varieties and 
languages. These are integrated with the rest of the individual’s beliefs to define their linguistic identity. 
Sociolinguistics has shown interest in the study of linguistic attitudes, regarding variety preferences, variation, or the 
status of different languages within contexts of diglossia or language contact (González Martínez 2008), but also 
concerning foreign languages teaching, where linguistic attitudes act as an affective filter between learners and the 
new language, operating through the mental representations of their mother tongue, the target language and the 
learning process itself. In the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), the attitudinal component, 
including the complete set of the learner’s beliefs, attitudes and personality traits, is highly important for the 
foundations of the learning process (Vela Delfa, 2013).
In this work, we present two teaching experiences which, from an intercultural perspective, involve two types of 
learners: 1) those coming from non-linguistic disciplines, particularly Advertising university students, and 2) 
students specializing in applied languages. From this experience we aim to reflect on teaching throug 
intercomprehension in new scenarios, aiming to stimulate language learning and awareness in addition to language 
use and values.
2. Advertising students’ awareness of linguistic diversity 
The first experience was carried out with a group of students who were taking a course in Introduction to 
Language and Linguistics as part of their Degree in Advertising, during 2013-2014. The main objective of the 
activity was to reflect on the use of foreign languages in audiovisual advertising on the basis of two secondary aims: 
1) discovering the extent of use of the discursive strategy of code-mixing, and 2) understanding the persuasive 
mechanisms underlying these processes. With this in mind, the activity started with a brief introduction; here, the 
main focus was not on linguistic learning, but on identifying and becoming aware of the uses of the languages we are 
exposed to. The initiative was articulated in two steps:  (i) a task based on collecting, identifying and analyzing 
plurilingual advertising products, and (ii) reflecting on the linguistic attitudes and beliefs exploited in them.
In order to address the first phase, the following microtasks were proposed:
1) Presenting the phenomena of code-switching and code-mixing through some exemplifying advertisements.
2) Collecting a corpus or sample of code-switching ads, from the publitv.com repository (currently publi.pro).
3) Classifying the samples, following two parameters: 1) the type of plurilingual strategy employed, and 2) the 
type of products advertised.
4) Conducting a questionnaire focused on identifying form and meaning.
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Based on the samples provided by the different groups of students, one was selected, consisting of 78 ads 
broadcast in Spanish media between 2004 and 2014. In addition to Spanish, the languages involved were English 
(49), French (12), Italian (9), German (4), Korean (1) Hindi (1) and Greek (1). The number in parentheses represents 
the amount of examples in each language. In addition, the following strategies were identified:
- A full advertisement in a foreign language without any translation.
- An advertisement in a foreign language with subtitles.
- The mix of the official language of the transmission context with foreign languages.
- The overlap of different languages in various multimodal combinations, for example, music and voice, image 
and audio.
We were able to relate choice of strategy with language used. English was preferred for the transmission of full 
ads, many of which consisted of untranslated international campaigns. Only some included subtitles. Italian appeared 
mixed with Spanish, to reinforce certain parts of the text. This strategy is also present in advertisements in French, 
which, in some other examples, appears as the only language used. In the ads with more distant languages, the mix 
with Spanish is preferred, either by subtitling or alternating between slogan text and script. However, in all the 
linguistic categories, the most widespread strategy was the overlap of different languages, for example, one for the 
slogan, another for the ad text and a third language for the music. 
Regarding the type of products advertised, the following were identified: food, cars, technology, cosmetics, 
perfumes and fashion, among others. English was used in most categories except for food ads. French was mainly 
used for perfumes and food. Italian appeared in food ads, but also in fashion and perfumes commercials. German 
was preferred for cars or technology. Greek was used in a food advertisement, Hindi too. Korean appears in a car ad. 
The second step entailed a task of analysis and reflection through the focus group technique, addressing 
intercomprehension for learning and intercultural assessment. The conclusions of the second task were collected in a 
memoir of reflections developed by the group. The aim was to identify: 1) the values associated with the use of 
different languages in advertising discourse, 2) the attitudes and beliefs towards foreign languages. The participants 
discussed how advertising exploits the stereotypes associated with languages and cultures, and how it mirrors the 
linguistic attitudes of a community of speakers. They concluded that languages are used to project emotional values 
in products, such is the case with the massive use of French in perfume ads. They noted that English was initially 
used to advertise technology but was extending to other good such as cosmetics, fashion and perfumes brands 
seeking a space of communication associated with modernity. Italian maintains its presence in food products, due to 
its value as a language with an important cultural tradition, but it is also associated to style in fashion ads. German is 
used for showing positive assessment in the technology field. The use of other languages is associated with products 
specifically related to the countries they correspond to, such as Greek yogurt.
3. Levels of intercomprehension and language access through advertising 
Overall, intercomprehension didactics has been focused on sister, close and even neighbouring languages 
(Hidalgo Downing, 2013, Benucci, 2005), which enables a high teaching performance as learners can effectively 
expand their linguistic knowledge from the dissociated exploitation of written competences (CEFR partial 
competences). However, our teaching experience in this case has raised another challenge: where is the limit for 
(inter)comprehension, i.e. the access to the languages that we are exposed to? To answer this question, we have 
carried out a study based on advertisements, where some used neighboring languages (Romance, Germanic) and 
others resorted to less close languages (Slavic, Amerindian, Asian), along with a questionnaire in which we 
evaluated the degree of understanding of the ads, as well as the linguistic attitudes towards the different languages. 
The study was carried out with a group of students from the Universidad Complutense de Madrid, who were taking a 
course in introduction to linguistics as part of their degree in Spanish or English, during 2013-2014 The aims of the 
study were to:
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- To use advertising discourse in order to enhance plurilingual learning and experimentation through language 
comprehension and identification;
- Identify the learners’ passive and comprehension competences (in this case, Spanish university students);
-Study linguistic diversity and the concepts of language family and typological classification of languages;
- Expose students to languages they have not studied and check their level of (inter)comprehension along with 
their cognitive, linguistic and emotional reactions;
- Examine and study the linguistic attitudes towards the languages they were exposed to;
- Create a map showing the level of language intercomprehension; i.e. the cognitive and linguistic access to 
languages.
To achieve this, the study was articulated in the following tasks:
1) Compiling a corpus of ads in different language families: Romance, Germanic, Slavic and Asian languages, 
along others such as Basque and Quechua (Amerindian).
2) Developing a questionnaire on the identification of transparent and opaque lexical items, international lexicon, 
pan-Romance lexicon, paratextual patterns recognition, and comprehension.
3) Extending a questionnaire on linguistic attitudes, particularly towards the languages used in the advertisements, 
the degree of exposure to the language, the perception of familiarity, the emotions aroused, an assessments (positive 
or negative) of those emotions, and stereotypes about the speakers of the language.















12. Korean 1 1
13. Japanese 1 1
14. Thai 1 1
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As shown in the table, the corpus includes advertisements in 14 different languages. The languages were selected 
with the idea of obtaining languages with varying languages with varying degrees of closeness (for a Romance 
language speaker it is not the same to be exposed to German or Korean; conversely, a Korean speaker sees great 
differences between Japanese and Dutch). Therefore, we collected languages that actually belong to three groups: 
languages that could be considered closest (Germanic), fairly close (Slavic) and distant (Eastern languages and 
Quechua). Basque has a special status: it is linguistically remote (it does not belong to the Indo-European family), 
but it is culturally close to the Spanish reader.
The study results show that there are, indeed, different degrees of intercomprehension and access to languages, 
depending not only on the initial competences of the subject, but also on a number of social and cultural factors. 
First, learners showed low or medium difficulty in the identification and recognition of ads in Germanic languages, 
medium or high difficulty in the identification and comprehension of ads in Slavic languages, and high difficulty 
with clearly unrelated languages, such as Asian languages or Quechua. Basque presented no challenges as regards 
identification, and the overall comprehension level was acceptable, surely due to the type of message (advertising), 
where recognizable elements and international lexicon abound. As regards Slavic languages, however, they do not 
enable actual intercomprehension, but a process of language recognition, awareness or “awakening”, which does not 
give the learner enough cognitive and linguistic information to interpret the text.
Therefore, it can be said that the first closeness level is determined by languages of the same subfamily, such as 
the Romance subfamily, within which analogy processes can be activated in order to understand the text. The 
following closeness level is between languages of the same family, but of different branches. Such is the case 
between Germanic, Slavic and Celtic languages and Romance languages, for example. At this second level, 
similarities can be easily detected, both lexical and morphosyntactic, although languages are perceived as more 
distant from one another than different languages within the same branch. The comparison between sub-families also 
leads to consideration of other factors. For example, for a Romance language speaker, Germanic, Slavic and Celtic 
are not equally recognizable, or accessible, although linguistically they may share the same closeness level. This 
happens due to several factors:
- Cultural: Germanic languages are spoken in countries that have had deeper cultural contact with the Romance 
cultural world, at least from the 20th century to the present (fall of the USSR).
- Graphematic: some of the Slavic languages use the Cyrillic alphabet, so in the written language they are not 
recognizable to speakers of a Romance language.
- International: today’s global language is English, so it acquires functions in different areas of people’s lives and 
acts as a “bridge-language” in multilingual contexts or situations.
- Education: English is present in education in all stages (since childhood), and Germanic languages (mostly 
German) are present in the upper stages more than other languages (Slavic or Celtic, for example).
- Contextual: the context of social and cultural communication can alter the sense of linguistic closeness between 
languages. Thus, English is perceived as a close language (due to its extent of use and the speakers’ competences), 
and Basque can be perceived as familiar by certain speakers in the Spanish context.
4. Conclusions
As seen in the previous sections, advertising discourse often combines the use of different languages, reflecting a 
multilingual reality, but normally uses European languages, which are therefore linguistically and culturally close. 
As a consequence, advertising presents an ideal type of discourse to work on issues such as comprehension or 
awareness of linguistic diversity (Hawkins, 1984), self-assessment (not performance-based but reflective), and the 
discovery and development of plurilingual skills (Hidalgo Downing, 2012). In fact, in the intercomprehensive 
approach, the main emphasis is placed on raisng the learners’ awareness of their passive language skills, which often 
remain hidden or are irrelevant to them, and on expanding both their linguistic knowledge and the ability to relate 
and compare languages, while making linguistic attitudes and language perceptions, values and stereotypes evolve 
(Araújo e Sá et. alii 2009).
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Therefore, for a speaker of a Romance language, Germanic languages are the closest following the rest of the 
Romance languages. In addition, we can consider English as a close language as well since, although it is not 
linguistically close, speakers generally have a certain degree of competence and expertise in English. For that reason, 
and as we have shown before, English may be easier to learn than other apparently closer languages, such as French 
or Romanian.
On the other hand, languages like Basque, which shows no closeness, may feel accessible and familiar in the 
communicative and socio-linguistic context of Spain. Basque is a distant language (technically unrelated) but it is 
present in the social and cultural context of linguistic diversity of Spain, so it may be perceived as closer or more 
familiar by many speakers.
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